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Despite increasing levels of research addressing rural crime, this field of academia 
remains under-researched across the world, and the impact crime has upon rural 
communities continues to be underestimated. In particular, levels of rural crime research 
in England pale in comparison with the amount of research that is taking place in other 
developed countries such as the United States and Australia. This paper provides a 
horizon scan of emerging rural crime threats in England, and considers how this 
methodology could help practitioners in the UK and other countries. 
This study illustrates that there are a number of emerging crime trends affecting English 
rural communities. By identifying these evolving issues, this paper contributes to future 
research and guidance within the English rural crime arena. 
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The predominantly urban population of England tends to view rural crime as a non-issue; 
urban crime is visible (Smith, 2010), and therefore resources should be focused there. 
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Rural policing and crime reduction policies in England have never matched those of urban 
environments due to the lower reported crime levels and perceived lack of need (Gilling 
and Pierpoint, 1999; Yarwood, 2001). However, by the turn of the century, rural 
researchers were starting to consider the effects of being a victim of crime, and victims 
attitudes towards the criminal justice system.  
Rural criminological research is mainly focused in the United States (Donnermeyer, 
2007; Donnermeyer & DeKeseredy, 2013; Weisheit, Falcone & Wells, 2005) and 
Australia (Barclay & Donnermeyer, 2002; Hogg & Carrington, 2006; Jobes, 2002), with 
English rural crime research increasing in recent years (Aust & Simmons, 2002; Mawby, 
2007; Smith & Byrne, 2017). This recent increase in rural crime research in England is 
imperative to assess the driving forces behind this phenomenon. 
It is a common misconception that rural areas are a crime free idyll. In reality, rural crime 
in England is evolving rapidly, making crime prevention increasingly difficult. While 
tractors, livestock, and agricultural machinery are still being stolen, there are now signs 
of an inexorable rise in organised crime gangs targeting rural communities. Indeed, the 
link between organised crime and rural crime has already been acknowledged in other 
European countries such as Ireland (Moore-Walsh & Walsh, 2017) and Italy (BBC, 
2011). 
Such rapid changes create problems as the community policing models currently 
employed by police forces across England seem slow to react to changing criminal trends 
(Loveday, 2017). Budget cuts in an age of austerity imposed by the current UK 
government mean police forces face an inability to adapt, as organised crime and 
approaches to tackling it become more complex (HMIC, 2017). Moreover, budget cuts 
further hinder rural forces who face a legacy of lower funding levels than their 
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metropolitan counterparts. With these demands on police budgets expected to continue, 
the question is whether rural communities need to become their own guardians.  
To move the English rural crime debate forward, this paper undertakes a horizon scan 
provides a snapshot of the emerging issues faced by English rural communities. This is 
intended to drive research and strategic plans aimed at directly tackling problems such as 
Organised Crime Gangs (OCGs) and emerging crime trends that are the reality of crime 
in rural England. 
The wider use of horizon scanning within rural criminology would enable academia and 
practitioners including the police, insurers, and policy makers, to assess potential future 
developments as well as persistent problems. This would allow key stakeholders to better 
understand future uncertainties and how rural crime may develop over the short to 
medium term. Such an approach may lead to a more proactive response from key actors. 
Moreover, this may ultimately increase confidence levels among rural communities, who 




Horizon scanning is a tool used to aid strategic decision-making at a regional or national 
level. An examination of risk, uncertainty and emerging trends identify future issues that 
need to be addressed to mitigate their impact (Garnett et al, 2016; Sutherland et al, 2010). 
Horizon scanning is an increasingly adopted technique to systematically examine threats 
and opportunities across a range of areas (OECD, 2018). Based on desk research, it uses 
various sources, including literature drawn from both peer reviewed and grey literature to 
form opinion on what issues will remain constant, increase, or diminish, and what new 
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factors come into play in the near or distant future. Horizon scanning is not about making 
predictions, but seeking to identify trends (Gov.uk, 2018). Horizon scanning is widely 
used by the UK government to inform policy and to establish whether it is robust enough 
to meet future needs. 
Horizon scanning has been widely adopted by various organisations worldwide. 
Examples include the UK government (House of Commons, 2014), and international 
academic researchers identifying emerging issues for global conservation (Sutherland et 
al, 2017). The UN FAO has employed horizon scanning to identify emerging issues in 
food safety (FAO, 2014), and in the United States the Agency for Healthcare Research 
and Quality employed this methodology to identify emerging healthcare technologies and 
innovations (AHRQ, 2016). 
This research carried out a horizon scan of emerging rural crime trends in England. 
Relevant media, police, and industry reports from the internet were retrieved to identify 
potential future issues that have yet to be fully considered within both academic and non-
academic research. It will show how horizon scanning can be used to develop rural 
criminology research by identifying emerging crime trends, as well as those issues 
historically overlooked by scholars. It will also support the use of horizon scanning as a 
methodology to explore emerging rural crime trends in countries worldwide. This 
includes countries that already have an established rural crime research base, but more 
importantly those countries to which rural crime is a new area of scholarship. 
 




As with crime in general, market forces drive rural crime. Supply and demand often 
dictates what is targeted by criminals.  This has led to a number of emerging crime trends 
in England in the last year or so. As a result, criminals have become increasingly 
adaptable to these market forces. Despite the lack of official data or academic research 
addressing these emerging rural crime trends, patterns are nonetheless seen mainly in 
news reports. 
 
Poaching and Hare Coursing 
 
Poaching is classified as an offence under the Deer Act 1991, the Game Act 1831 and the 
Night Poaching Act 1828 in England and Wales. This makes it an offence for a person to 
trespass onto land and take or destroy game birds (including pheasant and grouse), deer, 
and hares or rabbits (BASC, 2013). Hare coursing was made illegal in 2004 with the 
Hunting Act making it an offence for a person to use a dog to chase, catch and kill hares 
(Lincolnshire Police, 2016). However, in reality, it is often the case that it is difficult to 
prove offences of poaching or hare coursing. As a result, the police tend to rely on other 
legislation, such as the Theft Act 1968 or the Road Traffic Act 1988 to target the 
perpetrators. Poaching and hare coursing tend to be considered as crimes of the past. 
However, in reality, rural police forces are increasingly being confronted by these crimes 
and the offenders. 
In a bid to tackle poaching, the National Wildlife Crime Unit is working in partnership 
with various country organisations and the police on a strategic response to the problem. 
Project Poacher provides advice and support for law enforcers, and a free mobile phone 
app for the public to report incidences of poaching (The Deer Initiative, 2017). In 
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addition, the National Police Chiefs Council announced the launch of national Rural 
Crime and Wildlife Crime Strategies in July 2018. Various police forces across England 
and Wales are conducting operations to tackle hare coursing within their area. A 
prominent example is that of Operation Galileo established by Lincolnshire Police in 
2012, which a small number of other forces across the east of England have adopted. 
However, there does not seem to be a widespread, coherent approach to tackling these 
offences, despite poaching and hare coursing being found in many part of England. 
Many of those who take part in hare coursing are brazen. They video the chase, and run 
large betting schemes based on the outcome of the chase (Humberside Police, 2015), 
either by way of bets on the videos posted on YouTube, or live streaming the chase on 
media such as Facebook Live™ or Periscope™ and taking live bets. Moreover, 
perpetrators are becoming increasingly violent if approached in a bid to protect their 
moneymaking enterprises. This is increasingly being reported in the press (BBC, 2017a, 
b) and by the police (Lincolnshire Police, 2017). 
 
Agrochemical Theft and Counterfeiting 
 
A particularly noticeable trend is the theft and counterfeiting of agrochemicals and the 
impact this has upon the agricultural sector in England. Whilst the theft of agrochemicals 
has historically been rare in England it cannot be safely ignored (Sambrook, 2013). 
However, there have been a growing number of reports of agrochemicals being stolen, 
highlighting this as a growing problem. There are examples including £20,000 of 
agrochemicals being stolen in one raid (Farming UK, 2014).  This level of theft raises the 
question of why these chemicals are being stolen; it is likely this is feeding illegal drug 
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production. A common fertiliser, Anhydrous Ammonia, is often directly associated with 
the production of methamphetamine (Minnesota Department of Agriculture, undated). 
However, this chemical poses a significant risk to human health, and an explosive risk 
(CDC, 2011). Furthermore, agrochemicals per se can present a very substantial health 
risk to the wider community.  
One example involved the report of the theft of the pesticide Phostoxin on Merseyside in 
England in 2014 (BBC, 2014a). The main constituent is the chemical Aluminium 
Phosphide, which in pellet form is used to control rabbits, rats and moles in the UK 
(Rentokil, undated). However, when Aluminium Phosphide reacts with moisture it 
produces phosphine gas which is highly toxic (Extoxnet, 1996), extremely flammable and 
explosive (Assem & Takamiya, 2007). Mild exposure to phosphine gas can lead to 
symptoms such as nausea and fatigue, with high-level exposure leading to coma or death 
(Bond, 1989). However, the level at which humans can detect the odour of phosphine 
does not provide sufficient warning of dangerous concentrations (CDC, 2015). The 
vapour is heavier than air, will collect to hazardous levels and stay in poorly ventilated or 
confined areas (CDC, 2015), such as barns or stores. 
Counterfeit agrochemicals are also a growing problem in England and across Europe, and 
is expected to increase with the fall in Sterling. Worldwide, counterfeit crop protection 
products are a major problem – this illegal industry is believed to be worth around $5.8 
Billion a year (Sambrook, 2013). The European Crop Protection Association (ECPA) 
estimates that in Europe at any one time up to 10% of pesticides on the open market are 
counterfeit (ECPA, 2012). Europol & The Office for Harmonization in the Internal 
Market (2012) reported that, despite being among the most regulated products in the 
world, increasing amounts of stolen and counterfeit pesticides are finding their way into 
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European farming systems leading to ruined crops, adulterated food chains, and a wider 
public health issue. 
It is essential that the theft and counterfeiting of agrochemicals is considered and better 
understood, as it is likely to be seen as a key indicator of the development of organised 
crime in rural areas in the future. These offences may be indicative of wider crime 
offences, such as the prevalence of drug production within rural areas of the UK. 
Moreover, with the exit of the UK from the European Union, there may be wider issues 
relating to food chain security to consider. Such issues may arise because of prices of 
agrochemicals rising post-Brexit due to import duties, leading to farmers seeking out 
cheaper alternatives. Practitioners should use horizon scanning to identify possible future 
uncertainties and market forces at work within the wider rural crime arena to address 
potential future problems as early as possible. 
 
Theft of Commercial Solar Panels 
 
Another emerging trend particularly noticeable during 2015, but still ongoing in England, 
is the theft of commercial scale Photovoltaic (PV) panels from solar farms. This is 
indicative of the adaptability of organised criminal entrepreneurs to supply and demand. 
There have been increasing numbers of commercial solar farms established in rural areas 
of the UK. In 2014, there were 200 solar farms in the UK (The Guardian, 2014). In the 
first quarter of 2017, it was estimated that 118 were being installed (Colville, 2017). This 
increase was driven by the need to meet an EU renewable energy target of sourcing 15% 
of its energy from renewable sources by 2020 (Burke, 2015). Despite stringent planning 
permission (DCLG, 2015), many of these ground-mounted solar farms are being created, 
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varying in size from one to one hundred acres (Burke, 2015), creating new targets for the 
criminal fraternity. 
NFU Mutual (the UK equivalent of the American Agricultural Insurance Company 
(AAIC)) in 2015 reported that solar panel theft costed UK farmers around £50,000 during 
2014, with claims in the first quarter of 2015 having risen sharply (AMBA Defence, 
2015).  
These PV panels are large and not something that would be considered as easily 
disposable. Despite this, there are reports of large numbers of panels being stolen in a 
short period of time (Stratford-on-Avon Standard, 2017). Each panel is, on average, 2 
metre square, and weighs approximately 20kg (44lbs) (BrightStar Solar, 2014), and has 
little or no scrap value (Farmers Weekly, 2015). The ability to dismantle and remove a 
large number of panels in such a short space of time would indicate the involvement of 
organised criminals. In many cases, these stolen panels end up for sale on online auctions 
such as eBay (Galbraith, 2008; Anon, 2013); however, it is asserted that many of these 
panels may well end up in less developed countries where regulations surrounding such 
commodities are much lighter or non-existent (Lawson, 2012) making the disposal of the 
stolen panels much easier for criminals. 
 
Heritage Crime and Illegal Off-Roading 
 
Historically, lead roofing stolen from churches, gates, copper wiring from farms, and 
metal from gravestones and war memorials (Price et al., 2014) would be taken to a scrap 
metal dealer and disposed of quickly and easily. There would be no paper trail, allowing 
criminals to avoid detection by using false identities. The introduction of the Scrap Metal 
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Dealers Act in 2013 at the height of incidences of metal theft in England was meant to 
target and reduce the numbers of scrap metal dealers who deal in cash. However, a review 
of the legislation carried out by the British Metals Recycling Association (BMRA) 
concluded that the introduction of the Scrap Metal Dealers Act did act to reduce the levels 
of metal thefts. However, it was probably an increase in police enforcement combined 
with the global reduction in metal prices that had a far greater impact (BMRA, 2017). 
Despite this, these thefts continue to cause concern amongst rural communities and 
impact upon the victims (Coombes et al, 2012). In addition, heritage crime also includes 
the recent trend in England of paving and stone walling (Figure 1) being targeted, due to 
increased prices of quality heritage stone, such as York stone, as reported in the UK 
Broadsheet press (Telegraph, 2015). These items seem to be targeted as they frequently 
have a quick means of disposal, often with an unsuspecting gardener buying stone for 
their own private landscaping.  
 
Figure 1: Example of stone-walling in England and Wales (Source: Authors Own) 
 
As a result, the Sentencing Council in the United Kingdom published new guidelines,  
which came into effect on 1st February 2016 (Sentencing Council, 2015a). These new 
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guidelines enable judges to consider the impact such crimes have on the victims other 
than the immediate financial losses they suffer. This brings heritage theft sentencing in 
line with other theft categories, with a maximum sentence of seven years’ imprisonment 
with the option of extending this where there are multiple crimes or significant 
contributing factors (Sentencing Council, 2015a). 
These guidelines were warmly welcomed by the National Policing and Crime Advisor for 
Historic England, Mark Harrison. He commented that the “impact of theft on our historic 
sites and buildings has far-reaching consequences over and above the financial cost of 
what has been stolen” (Sentencing Council, 2015b). 
Across England there are large numbers of Public Rights of Way (PRoW) designated and 
protected by statutes, including the Rights of Way Act 1990, the Countryside and Rights 
of Way Act 2000, and the Natural Environment and Rural Communities Act 2006. These 
PRoWs are categorised as footpaths, bridleways, byways, and byways open to all traffic. 







On Foot only 
Bridleway 
32,400km 




On foot, horseback and with non-mechanically propelled 
vehicles (such as pedal cycles and horsedrawn vehicles) 
Byway Open to All 
Traffic (BOAT) 
3,700km 
On foot, horseback or pedal cycle and by wheeled vehicles of 
all kinds, including horsedrawn vehicles, but which is used by 
the public mainly for walking or for riding. 
Figure 2: Definitions of Public Rights of Way (Source: Natural England, 2008; 




As can be seen from Figure 2, motorised vehicles are only permitted on Byways Open to 
All Traffic. However, there have been increased incidents of off-road vehicles, trail bikes, 
and quad bikes being illegally driven over protected countryside and farmland causing 
upheaval and surface erosion and damaging delicate ecosystems and archaeology 
(Ministry of Defence, 2015). These illegal actions have taken place on footpaths, bridle 
paths, restricted byways, and common ground (BBC, 2014b). However, they have also 
been seen on protected countryside, such as Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSIs), 
Scheduled Ancient Monuments, Special Areas of Conservation, and Special Protection 
Areas, which are protected by UK and European law (Natural Resources Wales, 2014). 
A number of attempts have been made to tackle illegal off-roading, with opportunities for 
potential prosecution under statutory instruments such as the Wildlife and Countryside 
Act 1981, as amended by the Countryside and Rights of Way Act 2000. The latter states 
that it is “an offence…intentionally or recklessly damage any of the flora, fauna, 
geological or physiographical features by reason of which land is of special interest”. 
However, it is difficult to see how these statutory measures and guidelines will reduce 
incidences of heritage crime, with reduced resources for police and other key stakeholders 
enabling identification and subsequent prosecution of offenders. 
 
Cybercrime and Drones 
 
Rural communities are having to take steps to protect themselves from those who choose 
to use this technology for nefarious purposes, with the 2015 NFU Mutual Rural Crime 
Survey reported that 63% of their clients were concerned about cybercrime (NFU Mutual, 
2015). Historically online crimes were committed by individual criminals working alone; 
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there is now increasing evidence that cybercrime is being committed by criminal 
networks that extend across international borders such is the nature of the internet (RSM 
UK, 2015). 
Rural and farming communities in England are carrying out their day to day business 
remotely and are increasingly using autonomous technology in farming equipment 
particularly tractors (Rehman et al, 2016). Online security company McAfee warned in 
2011 that emerging threats include “online transaction and applications…but also 
industrial control systems, robotics, home automation, and on-board systems”. This poses 
a potential hazard to farmers submitting business returns online, and receiving farming 
payments direct into their bank account. Moreover, this warning from McAfee could raise 
issues relating to the ever-increasing automation of tractors, specifically whether these 
on-board systems could be hacked thus assisting in the theft of such equipment. 
The rise in popularity of drones or Unmanned Aerial Vehicles (UAVs) in England over 
the last year or so, has impacted both positively and negatively on farmers. UAVs enable 
whole field mapping of factors such as crop conditions, soil properties, water content, and 
weed distribution (Torres-Sanchez et al, 2013). In addition, they seem to be an attractive 
tool for livestock farmers. They allow the farmer to herd sheep (The Times, 2015), carry 
out headcounts quicker than by hand (Alimuzzaman, 2015), and enable farmers to easily 
identify livestock health issues and mother-child bonding (Drankhan, 2015). 
However, rural communities are also exposed to the darker uses of UAVs. Criminals are 
using technology to identify targets without drawing suspicion to themselves. They can 
remain out of site while they establish what a farmer owns, and any potential lapses in 
security they could make use of at a later date (Plymouth Herald, 2016). This poses 
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additional security issues for the farmer and the general rural community when trying to 
protect their property from these criminals. 
Criminals are also using this technology to identify potential targets of heritage crime. 
Reports have seen organised criminals using UAVs and Google Earth to survey church 




Modern slavery within UK agriculture is an issue that remains hidden from the general 
public, but is an increasing phenomenon (HM Government, 2014; Anderson and Rogaly, 
2005). Modern slavery is rooted in organised crime both nationally and internationally, 
creating huge income for organised crime gangs; only drugs and arms smuggling rank 
higher in the list of criminal activity (CRS, 2015).  
Many victims of trafficking in the UK end up being subjected to forced labour as 
‘gardeners’ in rural cannabis factories, and also within the agricultural sector (Byrne & 
Smith, 2016). Many of those forced into tending cannabis farms in rural England are 
southeast Asian – Vietnamese or Filipino. They are trafficked to England with a promise 
of legitimate employment, to have their passports confiscated and forced to work for little 
or no money (Byrne & Smith, ibid). These victims may also be subjected to debt bondage, 
where the trafficker forces the victim to work to pay off hugely inflated costs of travel 
arrangements, accommodation, food, a work arrangement fee, and miscellaneous 
trafficker fees (CEOP, 2011). 
Open borders within Europe has meant an influx of workers to England from Eastern 
Europe, particularly, Poland and Lithuania. While many of them manage to find gainful 
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employment, a large minority become the target of illegal gangmasters and find 
themselves working in, for example the horticultural sector, working long hours for little 
pay, forced to live in appalling conditions (BBC, 2014c). The role of Brexit is yet to be 
seen, but it is anticipated more people will be trafficked into the UK before borders close, 
to then be subjected to slavery and moved around the UK as required. 
 
Organised Crime Gangs and the Internationalisation of Rural Crime in England 
 
Rural England is no longer the domain of the ‘gentleman poacher’ (Quinn, 2015). They 
are increasingly becoming the target of Organised Crime Gangs (OCGs) who see these 
areas as soft targets because of historic low levels of crime prevention (Wiles and 
Costello, 2000). Farms seem to be falling prey to organised criminals who are travelling 
across local, regional and national borders to locate items on a shopping list (Cann, 2014; 
Local Government Association, 2015) that are then stolen to order. Once they locate a 
suitable target, these motivated offenders will surveil the farm over a period of time to 
identify the presence of a capable guardian (Cohen and Felson, 1979). These criminals 
are stealing to order as a small part of a much larger, possibly multinational, crime 
syndicate which is likely linked to other crimes such as slavery/human trafficking or drug 
production and/or trafficking (Wall and Chistyakova, 2015).  
Rural thefts are often items that are easily removed and disposed of, such as quad 
bikes/all-terrain vehicles. However, levels of large-scale livestock rustling are also 
increasing across England, showing a high level of organisation and forward planning. 
Livestock with low levels of security need to be identified, transport for the livestock and 
some way of getting them aboard the transport, such as a sheepdog, is needed. Offenders 
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must have some way to dispose of the livestock, via an illegal abattoir in many cases, 
followed by a secured onward market for the butchered meat. 
The increasing evidence of rural areas being targeted by OCGs, leads to a conclusion that 
English rural crime is becoming increasingly internationalised. Tractors are being stolen 
to order, and quickly shipped across to continental Europe for onward transporting to 
Eastern Europe, the Middle East, and North Africa among other destinations (Hardy et 
al, 2007). There is evidence that older tractors also have a value, and tend to be stolen, 
dismantled, and shipped to developing countries to meet the need for parts (Smith and 
McElwee, 2015). It is suggested that these items being transported across national borders 
are used as payment for people, drugs and arms for the return journey of the transporter, 
but there is little official evidence of this being the case. 
 
Conclusions 
In conclusion, it is evident that emerging threats are affecting rural England in a way that 
has never been seen before, possibly threatening the prosperity of these rural 
communities. Criminals are driven by market forces in identifying their targets, and as a 
result it is unlikely that the police or the communities could plan crime prevention 
measures that would dissuade a determined criminal. In light of such emerging threats, it 
is likely that various organisations will have to establish, or improve, co-operative crime 
prevention actions to address these increasing issues. 
Coupled with the fact that rural England is facing numerous emerging threats, is the 
indication that OCGs are increasingly targeting the English countryside. This brings with 
it new problems that the residents and workers of rural England must face and tackle, but 
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also added pressure for the police forces of England and Wales and policy-makers to 
address adequately. 
In conclusion, this paper has shown how the use of horizon scanning can aid in the 
identification and analysis of emerging rural crime trends in England. It is recommended 
that the use of horizon scanning and wider futures research methodologies can be 
successfully applied in the pursuit of the advancement of rural criminological scholarship. 
Even in those countries where rural crime research has well-established literature, horizon 
scanning may provide the key to teasing out new dimensions of rural crime issues 
pertinent to any country in the world. Such methodologies are not country-specific, and 
so could easily be translated to other countries to add to the toolbox of both rural crime 
researchers and practitioners worldwide. The process of conducting desk-based research 
can be specific to a particular country based on its needs. Internet searches can be 
conducted based on key local search criteria, and access to local or national documents 
and literature can be obtained. While horizon scanning seems to be used predominantly 
in ‘western’ countries, it is recommended that rural crime practitioners and researchers 
consider this methodology to widen their knowledge and understanding of the future 
trajectory of rural crime, wherever they are in the world. 
The key challenge for practitioners highlighted by this work, is the diverse range of crimes 
and thus investigative skills that are now, and increasingly likely to be, required to deal 
with future rural crime incidents. This has profound implications not only for resources, 
but for training of police and support staff. The greater internationalisation of rural crime, 




At present much rural crime is seen as property crime which is largely covered by 
insurance claims. However, recognising the involvement of OCGs should alert policy 
makers to the issue that these geographically dispersed, and often high value, crimes have 
the potential to be part of a growing crime-terror nexus as noted by Makarenko & 
Mesquita (2014) and Gaub & Lisiecka (2014). The view of petty crime may also need to 
be challenged, as what may be perceived as small, inconsequential thefts of lower value 
items may be part of a larger, organised, operation collecting and collating these items for 
re-sale.  
Additionally, it is clear that the nature of rural crime such as stock theft, which often leads 
to illegal abattoirs and food fraud, will involve complex chains of intermediaries meaning 
greater need for cooperation between police, trading standards, and environmental health 
officers, among other practitioners. While the 2013 Horse Meat Scandal1 alerted the 
public to the issue, it is clear that in the UK post-austerity, cuts to policing, Food 
Standards Agency, and environmental health services has left a system incapable of fully 
dealing with such an issue. This then has further consequences for both consumers, the 
agricultural industry, and the wider trust in UK food products. 
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